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Dedicated to my sun and moon, my husband, Miguel Buenaflor



SACRED ENERGIES OF THE SUN & MOON
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“Once again, Erika Buenaflor has provided us with a marvelous understanding of the ancient shamanic mysteries of Mesoamerica. All ancient pre-Columbian civilizations utilized the movements of the sun, moon, and stars to understand their earthly existence. Sacred Energies of the Sun and Moon allows us to glimpse behind the veil of the mundane to view the esoteric synchronization of the heavens as they influence our health and everyday life.”

ANTONIO “DR. TONY” ZAVALETA, PH.D., COAUTHOR OF CURANDERO CONVERSATIONS

“Erika is the real deal. As a millennial Latina looking to reconnect with my spiritual roots, she has been a go-to resource for me and many others like me. She’s very knowledgeable about the various types of spiritual modalities, and the time and dedication she devotes to learning and researching these ancient practices is a feat unto itself. Anyone looking to learn more about traditional and indigenous spirituality should read Erika’s books.”

MARIELA ROSARIO, EDITOR IN CHIEF OF HIPLATINA

“In Sacred Energies of the Sun and Moon, Erika Buenaflor does a superb job of blending a well-documented history of Mesoamerican curanderismo and shamanic beliefs while also providing a practical guide for modern souls to bring the energy of the sun and moon into their daily life.”

KARA DELLACIOPPA, PH.D., DIRECTOR OF THE FACULTY DEVELOPMENT CENTER AT CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY, DOMINGUEZ HILLS

“Now more than ever we look to the sun and the moon to guide us through unprecedented times. I am grateful for the gift of this book, allowing us to connect to our ancient Mesoamerican indigenous traditions to provide healing and wisdom at a time when it is greatly needed.”

ROCIO ROSALES MEZA, PH.D., INTUITIVE HEALER AND ENERGY WORKER
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Introduction to Ancient Mesoamerican Shamanic Solar and Lunar Rites

Ancient Mesoamerican peoples lived in unison with nature and its daily cycles. They used this sacred wisdom to empower their shamanic rites and intentions, knowing that certain times of the day and night exude particular energies that are more advantageous for different rites. Sacred rites of invocation, healing, cleansing, birthing, rebirthing, purification, rejuvenation, and manifestation were performed by most of the people, not just by shamans. Because they believed the sun to be the principal source of soul or sacred essence energy, they carried out rites at specific times of the day to utilize this energy to its maximum potential.

These solar and lunar rites instill self-awareness, self-love, and self-empowerment.

In this book, I will outline how we can use this ancient indigenous wisdom for healing and to be more mindful, live in the present, manifest with greater impeccability, and approach life as a sacred practice. By utilizing the rhythms of daily and nightly cycles, we can become more in tune with ourselves. We can know more clearly what makes us happy and what we need to do to bring it to fruition.

Rituals that tap into the natural energies and magic of the sun, night sun, and moon can align us toward more harmonious states of being. We know ideal times to heal, recharge, release, perform limpias (shamanic cleanses that holistically purify spaces and individuals), manifest certain intentions, attract ideal synchronicities, and much more.

The ideas and values undergirding these rites are influenced both by ancient indigenous practices and by the teachings of my curanderx*1 mentors. Curanderx are the practitioners of curanderismo. Although this dynamic Latin American shamanic practice incorporates Judeo-Christian (especially Catholic), Native American, Caribbean, Spanish, Moorish, and African practices and beliefs, its roots lie in the beliefs, practices, and methodologies of the indigenous peoples of the Americas. I did most of my training as a curandera in the Yucatán with two curanderx who had lived all of their lives in the Yucatán, and with two others who were trained in Yucatec Maya practices and were also versed in Mexica or Nahua†2 shamanic traditions. My practices have also been influenced by more than two decades of training and experience as a curandera, and by my interests in self-directed neuroplasticity—the brain’s ability to change structurally and functionally through repetition.

To illuminate the ideas underlying these solar and lunar rites, I will draw from their mythologies; architectural designs and layouts, which simulate solar and lunar hierophanies (manifestations of the sacred);1 sixteenth- and seventeenth-century enthnohistorical records; precontact and postcontact codices;‡3 and precontact artwork. Mesoamerican anthropologist Traci Ardren asserts, “Memory as a layer of identity is accessible to archaeologists through tangible monuments and the practices or performances that accompanied such charged places.”2 Rituals and their performances are languages that generate meanings in the specific context of other sets of meaningful actions and discourses.3

I will also describe the performances and instruments of these rituals, because these were all critical elements for the rituals’ success. More specifically, I will consider the identities of the actors—the shamans and recipients—as well as the costuming, accessories, and sacred tools that were used; the portrayals and embodiments of deities; and the performances, body postures, and timing of these rituals.

I will use these sources to infer what these people knew about the energies of the solar and lunar periods, how they utilized such knowledge to ensure the success of specific intentions, and how we can use such wisdom to help us live healthier and happier lives. At the very least, these rites can arouse positive emotions, enhancing physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual well-being. Ideally, we can also invite more synchronistic magic in our lives and learn how to consciously work with the energies and cycles of the sun and moon.


RITUAL PERFORMANCES AND ACTORS

Ritual performances and symbolic instruments serve as modes of communication and social action. They give meaning to existence by providing a model of the world, both as it is and as it ought to be. They also impart a set of ultimate values that reflect the beliefs and attitudes underlying rituals.4 Theoretician Catherine Bell notes that rituals do not simply express sentiments of collective harmony; they also channel conflict, focus grievances, socialize participants, negotiate power relations, and, ultimately, forge images by which participants can think of themselves as an embracing unity. Of course these effects depend on many factors, such as the degree of people’s involvement in the rites, the amount of repetition, and the degree to which the values embodied in the ritual are reinforced in other areas of social life.5

Deities associated with the sun or moon were typically invoked, honored, embodied, or portrayed and could come forth and partake in these ceremonies in diverse ways. These deities could manifest in a quadripartite form, corresponding to the four world directions; in a dual form, reflecting oppositions between various realms of the cosmos or opposite periods of the day; or in a single form. They could combine aspects of many levels of existence, with or without zoomorphic characteristics.6

The gender, age, and class of the performers were critical to the success of these rites, as each category lent itself to the invocation, embodiment, or portrayal of the deities in different ways. Certain genders were associated with certain traits and abilities. The generative and regenerative nature of the Earth was typically associated with the feminine.7 The masculine was often associated with strength, virility, and potency. Third-gender deities could combine many levels of existence and were generally identified with transformation, particularly during seasonal transitions, which were understood as periods of liminality and flux.8

In examining these ancient rites, I approach gender in a manner like that of many anthropologist feminist theoreticians, including Joan Gero, Elizabeth Brumfiel, and Judith Butler. I differentiate sex—the physiological differences between males and females—from gender, a socially constructed category. Gender is not an immutable entity determined simply by biophysiological features, nor is it a static set of relationships or characteristics. Rather, gender is a social construction that is continuously negotiated, reconstituted, and performed in diverse manners.9 I examine the manner in which gender was constructed and conveyed in these performances.

I use the concept third-gender not to indicate an instantiated “blurred” sex, but as a way to communicate a space of infinite gendered possibilities.10 Within this category I include the notions of dual-gendered, two-spirited, mixed-gender, ambiguously gendered, and androgynous. I do not, however, include the concepts of gender crossing or hermaphrodism in the term third-gender. Gender crossing in the ancient Maya context has been identified as one sex attempting to impersonate the other sex.11 For the Mexica, completely intersexed adult potlaches (hermaphrodites) were identified as women who possessed pronounced male biological traits and sexual habits.12

For the ancient Mesoamericans, the same costumes, personal ornaments, and sacred tools that conveyed femaleness or maleness could also be used to invoke, honor, and portray third-gender deities. For the Yucatec Maya, for example, a hip cloth or loincloth, sometimes coupled with a short skirt, generally signified maleness, while a skirt worn below the knee, sometimes accompanied by a long tunic-like huipil, related to femininity.13 The ruler of Copán, Waxaklahun Ub’ah K’awil, 
commonly referred to as 18 Rabbit, as portrayed on Stela H at the central plaza of Classic-period Copán, wears a netted skirt typical of the male maize deity below the knee, coupled with a tunic like that of a woman. These features indicate that he is able to embody a third-gender deity.14 Friar Bernardino de Sahagún, a sixteenth-century missionary and ethnographer, notes that a small tlazoltectli (broom) was placed in a baby girl’s hand during the bathing rite, while a baby boy was given a shield.15 The ritual instruments that shamans utilized to invoke Toci—grandmother of the Earth mother deity complex—included the shield, broom, weaving spindle and batten, and bathhouse.16

The age of the participants was also a crucial factor in ensuring the success of these rites. Different periods in life were associated with certain attributes, skills, and knowledge. Youth was generally associated with ripeness and proximity to the nonordinary realms—Upperworld, Middleworld, and Underworld—where supernatural beings dwelled.17 Youth was also associated with the new moon and new moon rites. In ceremonial settings, old (postmenopausal) women and old men were portrayed when the moon or sun was seen as decreasing in strength and power.

Ancient Mesoamerica was stratified into classes, generally a noble class and a class of commoners. Among the Postclassic Mexica and Yucatec Maya, the highest political and religious posts were allotted to the noble classes. For instance, only nobles could become the high priests of the cults of Tlaloc, the rain god, and Huitzilopochtli, the tutelary war god.18 The nobles had the privilege of attending the schools of higher education, where they learned rhetoric, divine hymns, divine speeches, the calendrical systems and their methods of divination and prophecies, the art of reading and writing, the administration of their sacraments, and the wisdom, traditions, and histories recorded in the codices. Particularly gifted commoners, however, were allowed to attend these schools.19

Although only nobles could lead certain ceremonies, most of the solar and lunar rites discussed in this book were practiced by all people, irrespective of class and gender. Sixteenth-century ethnographers Sahagún and Diego Durán both note the involvement of common people in these ceremonies as active agents. The spells and rituals documented by seventeenth-century ethnographer and missionary Hernando Ruiz de Alarcón demonstrate that common people, including farmers, hunters, fisherman, lime burners, and traveling merchants often used spells and rituals in their everyday practices. More abstruse matters, including soul retrieval, divination, and less common illnesses, were in the hands of shamanic specialists.20 All the rites discussed in this book can be performed by lay people as well as shamans.




SACRED INSTRUMENTS AND SETTINGS

Ritual instruments, settings, and symbols are inherently polysemic: they refer simultaneously to many levels of human experience and are susceptible to many meanings and interpretations. Ritual elements must be interpreted in terms of the positions they can occupy and in relation to the symbolic systems they generate.21 In the codices, the sun and night sky, for example, can function as symbols separate from their roles as scenic indicators. The sun disk signifies the daylight hours and perhaps lightness in general, while the moon in a semicircle of night sky symbolizes generalized night or darkness. At other times, such as in the marriage almanacs, these symbols appear to signify a couple’s prospects for having children.22 The sun is used to depict the couples who are likely to have the most children; the moon and mixed moon and sun symbols denote couples who are likely to have fewer.23

The sacred objects and settings of these rites were understood as being alive: they had their own sacred essence energy (or soul energy) and agency. Ceremonies were performed to animate, sustain, and even terminate most of the material objects and settings—natural spaces, plazas, homes, temples, political spaces, and sweat baths.24 Jade—whether worn by a noble in an elaborate beaded skirt or worn in artificial form by commoners who painted stones blue-green to imitate the real thing—“had an inherent agency to connect the wearer with the fertile power of the Maize Deity and a related set of regenerative forces.”25 The sacred settings of these ceremonies had agency as well. They facilitated a sacred space wherein the ritual actors could garner, emit, connect with, or embody the sacred nature and gifts of the sun, moon, or night sun.




GOALS OF THIS BOOK

The principal aims of this book are twofold. First, I intend to inspire readers to move in rhythm and work with the sun, moon, and night sun in order to live happier and healthier lives, perform holistic healings and cleansings, manifest with greater impeccability, and revitalize the mind, body, spirit, and soul. The suggested mantras and ways to integrate ceremony in everyday life are meant for people with busy lifestyles who nevertheless want to treat life as a sacred ceremonial practice. Blurring the distinction between the sacred and profane often tends to instill gratitude, which is beneficial for overall well-being and increases favorable synchronicities. More elaborate ceremonies are provided for those who enjoy these rites and can invest further time and effort in them.

The second goal of this book is to decolonize and reclaim indigenous practices, traditions, and beliefs. As in my first book, Cleansing Rites of Curanderismo, 
I would like to enact the healing power of epistemology— claiming these 
practices, traditions, and beliefs as worthy of further examination. I will 
critically examine different sources for these rites and place them in dialogue 
with each other so that we may deepen and possibly correct our understanding of 
them. Using this sacred wisdom can breathe magic, joy, and happiness into our 
lives.

In addition, I also hope to dispel any belief that human sacrifice was the predominant ceremonial activity of Mesoamerican peoples. For both the Maya and the Aztec empire, human sacrifice was typically a state-sponsored event. The majority of Mesoamerican peoples did not perform human sacrifice.26 Objects found at sites where common people resided were those used for curing and divination, incense burners, figurines, long-handled censers, and musical instruments.27




BREAKDOWN OF BOOK

The first two chapters of this book will set the stage for the ancient Mexica’s and Maya’s ardent focus on and love for the sun, night sun, and moon. The first chapter will explain their principally four-part division of a day, their creation mythologies concerning the sun and moon, their architectural hierophanies of the sun and moon, and the emulations of the sun and moon by nobles and rulers. The second chapter will introduce the dynamic and fluid nature of their solarand lunar-related deities, who were often honored during their solar and lunar rites.

Chapters three through seven examine the ancient solar and lunar rites of the ancient Mexica and Maya and how we can utilize this sacred wisdom to live happier and healthier lives. Each of these chapters is broken down into three sections: (1) a discussion of the ancient Mexica and Maya solar and lunar rites, (2) practical rites, rituals, and mantras we can incorporate into our everyday lives to utilize these sacred energies, and (3) finally, more elaborate rites for those who are able, ready, and willing to invest more time. Before discussing the recommended rites, I also include a list of associated sacred items, activities, and deities (describing their garb, instruments, and body paint) for those who would like to create more elaborate rites or incorporate these ancient indigenous traditions into their own ceremonies.




BENEFITS OF SOLAR AND LUNAR RITES

Being mindful and present, preferably in a state of gratitude, when engaging in these rites will yield benefits for the mind, body, spirit, and soul. The ceremonies promote positive mental and emotional states and healthy lifestyles. They also establish a stronger connection with the divine as expressed in nature and with its magic and gifts.

On a practical level, repeated use of rites can result in greater neuroplasticity, changing neural pathways, creating denser synapses in the brain, and triggering the birth of new neurons.28 The rites incorporate visualization of enjoyable images, positive affirming mantras, meditative activities, and activities that promote mindfulness, all of which have been proved to result in self-directed neuroplasticity.29

Repeated engagement in activities of this kind can manage depression (without medication), reduce stress, and eliminate mind chatter and its associated emotions. It can also reverse age-related brain atrophy, decrease anxiety, develop emotional intelligence and compassion, and reduce high blood pressure.30 
Cognitive functions can see improvement after as little as twenty minutes a day for four repeated days.31 Of course, the extent and permanence of these benefits will increase the more we engage in these activities regularly and mindfully.

Many of these rites also stimulate meditative or trance states characterized by alpha and theta*4 brain rhythms, which help self-directed neuroplasticity take effect.32

On spiritual and soul levels, ceremonies that inspire us to be positive, present, engaged, and grateful are food for the spirit and soul. Of course, for those who have been in prolonged negative mental or emotional states, these positive effects may not occur right away. Nevertheless, with these rites we rewire ourselves to experience more positive states, such as gratitude. For example, rites that remind us to approach the sun as a divine entity emitting sacred essence energy reinforces a sense of magic and beauty in our lives.

Approaching life as a sacred ceremonial dance of remembrance and gratitude may be difficult at first, but it gets easier with further practice. It is well worth the effort.




WORKING WITH SOLAR AND LUNAR PHASES

My curanderx mentors taught me that the moon generally emits magical energies, while the sun gives off sacred essence energy. In order to garner the power of these forces, I always consider the phases of both the moon and sun before engaging in any ceremony. I always try to work with the phase that best suits my intention. But if there is a need for an immediate rite and the phase is not ideal, I will word my invocation to utilize the current phase. For instance, if I am intending to ensure success in a new venture (something more fitting for the new moon) or continuing success in a current venture (something that is better suited to the waxing moon) and these phases are not occurring, then I ask to transmute, with and by the sacred fires of God’s love and light, everything and anything that may in any way, shape, or form obstruct or impede the ideal new . . . or continuing success of . . . I may also connect with the ideal phase by sending love to the sun or moon and visualizing this phase in my mind’s eye, knowing that the connection has been made.

I am more apt to do a night ceremony, working with the night sun, if transformation is an underlying intent (or if I am guided to do so) and to work with the day sun if I wish to boost my intentions with its power (or again, if I am guided to do so). Whether it is day or night, I always consider the phase of the moon. I believe the moon is very much awake during the day and always work with it to infuse my intentions with its sacred magic. The energies of both sun and moon will always influence each other, and I always take into consideration what this may look like.

I also want to stress my love for both the sun and the moon. I have allotted more chapters to the sun for two principal reasons. First, the Mexica and many of the ancient Maya organized their day and related rites based on the sun rather than the moon. Common people experienced each of the divisions or phases of both the sun and night sun, and engaged in related rites, on a daily basis, while they only experienced phases of the moon on certain days of their solar months. Although indigenous peoples like the Otomis of Central Mexico and the Maya women of Cozumel did adore the moon (probably even more than the sun), they still organized their predominant division of rites and practices around the sun.

It is important to keep in mind that Mesoamerican peoples manipulated concepts of time or improvised new ways of looking—such as the beginning of a day or the number of lunar cycles in a calendar—to suit local agendas.33 The southern Maya Lowlands, for example, in approximately 682 CE, adopted a uniform lunar calendar wherein independent cities numbered the moons or age of the moon and position of the moon in the lunar calendar exactly the same.34 Prior to 682, there was no uniformity as to the numbering and position of the moons in a lunar calendar. Mesoamerican scholar John Teeple asserts that this apparent uniformity likely had to with politics and conquest.35 Although there were diverse and multivalent expressions and understandings of time in ancient Mesoamerica, there were nonetheless mythological themes and meanings related to these phases that were resilient and could be traced throughout many regions, cultures, and periods of ancient Mesoamerica. This book reflects the likely predominate quadripartite division of their day, with the sun as the principal reference point.

Furthermore, our understanding of the rites associated with the phases of the moon among the ancient Mesoamerican peoples is still in its incipience. A phenomenal amount of work has been done to track, study, and understand the solar hierophanies, while research on lunar hierophanies pales in comparison. Much of the Lunar Series, which I discuss in chapter 7, still needs to be deciphered. Perhaps in years to come, when more research has been done, I will write another edition that will expand on ancient Mesoamerican lunar phases and rites, and on how we may benefit from this sacred wisdom.
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1

Intertwining the Energies of the Sun and Moon

The Sacred in Ancient Mexica and Maya Daily Life

Spirituality, politics, and popular culture were highly intertwined in ancient Mesoamerica, and these belief systems were closely tied to celestial phenomena, particularly the movements and locations of the sun and moon and their interactions with other celestial phenomena. The shamans and nobles that performed celestial observations kept track of the length of the solar year, the lunar month, and the periods of revolution of Venus. They also charted the annual movement of the sunrise and sunset along the horizon and other celestial cycles.1

Celestial observations were multifaceted in purpose and meaning. They influenced economic, agricultural, and political activities; rituals related to seasonal and agricultural cycles; divinatory advents; and the creation and reinforcement of social and political identities.

Beliefs about the patterns, movements, and energies of the sun and moon were embedded in the culture of the Mesoamericans. They divided the universe into a horizontally quadripartite form, ordered in four cardinal spaces with a center in the middle, and a vertically tripartite form, with the Underworld, Middleworld, and Upperworld. For both the Mexica and Maya, the sun and moon were both part of the Upperworld. Each cardinal space had its own particular sacred essence energies, divine wisdom, sacred gifts, patrons, colors, World Trees, and mountains, and these were perceived as both fixed and unfixed metaphorical spaces.2

The quadripartite pattern was portrayed as a quincunx, one of the most common geometrical forms, with its four directions plus a point in the center. This pattern was mirrored in Mesoamerican city designs, causeways, temples, homes, plazas, and other ritual spaces.3 This quadripartite 
division was associated with the sun’s annual and daily movements. Annually, the sun had four primary solstitial movements and points—two on the east and two on the west; the central point represented the intersection of the paths marking the yearly movement of the sun. Daily, the sun also had four primary movements, spaces, and divisions: the points of sunrise and sunset and zenith and nadir.4

The Mesoamericans’ general principal measurements of time also reflected a quadripartite division. Their Calendar Round supported a religious system that linked the heavens with seasonal cycles and the agricultural rituals associated with them.5 The calendar was composed of two calendars: the solar calendar (20 days and 18 periods, with 5 liminal days at the end of the year: a total of 365 days) and a ritual calendar (20 day signs that reigned over 13 days: a total of 260 days). These would synchronize with each other over a period of 52 years. These 52 years were divided into four 13-year periods, each of which was oriented to a cardinal space with its own distinct energies, divine beings, meanings, and rituals. The four divisions were also expressed in the ritual calendar: each of its 20 days came under the influence of one of the four cardinal spaces, with their own distinct energies and meanings.6

Each of the quadripartite divisions of the day emitted different sacred energies and required particular offerings and ceremonies.7 This quadripartite division in turn included further subdivisions, nuancing the energies of each period and requiring their own particular rites.

Mesoamerican creation myths typically involve two mythical beings that were resurrected as the sun and the moon, sometimes after the performance of a heroic deed. Although rituals do not necessarily replicate the core mythical creation themes in every detail, the importance of these themes was apparent in government, spirituality, and culture. Buildings were often oriented to display solar and lunar hierophanies that empowered rituals and supported the legitimacy of rulers and nobles. Sacred items were believed to be imbued with energies from the sun and moon.


THE SUN AND MOON OF THE ANCIENT MEXICA

The Mexica divided their days into four principal parts, which emanated distinct energies: sunrise to noon, known as Iquiza-Tonatiuh; noon to sunset, Nepantla-Tonatiuh; sunset to midnight, Oaqui-Tonatiuh; and midnight to sunrise, Yohualnepantla. The midquarters of these four divisions, and the periods leading up to them, were also symbolically and ritually significant and had their own discrete energies.8

In many rituals celebrating their deities, the Mexica offered incense according to these divisions and subdivisions. In the Nahui Ollin (fourmotion) rite,*5 their feast to honor the sun, they offered incense to an image of the sun depicted as a butterfly in a golden circle, emitting radiant beams and glowing lines. This ritual took place four times a day: sunrise, noon, past midday, and sunset.9 For the feasts of Xochiquetzal, Huitzilopochtli, and others, they also offered incense to the images four times a day.10

At nighttime, after the festival of Nahui Ollin, the Mexica greeted the night sun and offered incense to it four times. They also offered incense to the constellations that marked the four cardinal points in the sky: Yohualitqui Mamalhuaztli (Orion’s Belt; also the name they gave to the sticks with which they drilled fire); Citlalthachtli (a celestial ball court, possibly Gemini and other stars to its right); Colotl Ixayac (the Scorpion); and Tianquitztli (the Pleiades). This ritual took place: (1) when it was becoming dark and Yohualitqui Mamalhuaztli was visible (2) when it was completely dark; (3) at bedtime, around 10 p.m.; (4) when Tianquitztli reached its zenith and the trumpets were sounded, slightly before midnight; (5) at midnight; (6) when Venus as the Morning Star appeared; and (7) when it began to dawn and the Morning Star took the place of the Pleiades.11

On a daily basis, the Mexica sounded the trumpets and offered incense to the sun at: (1) dawn; (2) midmorning; (3) high noon, when the sun was at the highest altitude in the sky; (4) midday (likely afternoon); and (5) sunset.12 At night, they offered incense and played trumpets as follows: (1) at nightfall; (2) when it was time to go to sleep, around 10 p.m.; (3) slightly before midnight; (4) at midnight; and (5) near dawn.13 The sounding of temple drums and conches also marked slightly different times for ritual activities: (1) sunrise; (2) mid- 
morning; (3) noon; (4) sunset; (5) the end of the twilight at the beginning of night, (6) around 10 p.m.; (7) a little before midnight; (8) a little after midnight; and (9) a little before dawn.14

The Mexica believed the sun was the principal source of sacred essence energy. They divided space and time according to the quadripartite solar cycles and performed divination concerning the sun principally at the points of the annual and daily cycles and at its interaction with other celestial bodies. At sunrise, the sun was accompanied by the souls of brave warriors; then, after its zenith (at high noon), it was accompanied by the souls of brave warrior women who died during childbirth. At sunset, the sun began its journey through the dangerous levels of the Underworld. Xolotl, under his guise as Tlalchitonatiuh, was able to exit and enter the Underworld and guided the sun through the Underworld to be reborn each morning in the east. Emerging out of the west reflected a transformative interrelationship between the processes of decay, death, germination, fertility, renewal, and rebirth.15 Mexica ball courts reflected the narrow passageway of the Underworld, through which the sun traveled at night. Competing factions played out a cosmic struggle to see which group could bring the sun out of the Underworld by hitting the ball through one of the two perforated rings on the sides of the court.16

The Mexica believed that the moon (metzli) was awake at night and slept during the day. They looked to the appearance of the moon and its alignment with other celestial bodies for divinatory and magical purposes. They believed that a red moon was a sign of heat, a bright red moon indicated dry temperature, a white moon signaled cold temperature, and a yellow or golden moon referred to water, likely rain. When the tips of the crescent moon pointed to the north, it was an indication of coming rain; when the tips of the crescent moon pointed to the south, it was an indication of heat. A white ring around the moon pointed to a bad omen, while a colored ring around it was a good omen, marking a good time for commencing activities.17 The Xaltocan, who became a part of the Aztec empire in 1395, were avid worshipers of the moon, which was one of their principal deities.18

The Mexica typically divided their Upperworld into thirteen realms, although a few sources indicate a division of nine or twelve.19 Vatican Codex A describes the levels of the Upperworld. The lowest one was visible to all; it was the realm where the moon and clouds traveled. The second level was Citlalco, the place of the stars.20 The third level was the one in which Tonatiuh, the sun deity, resided.21 The rest of the levels were occupied by comets, storms, and the dwelling places of deities.22

The Mexica performed calculations to determine meteorological activity and to predict eclipses. The people of the Aztec empire greatly feared lunar and solar eclipses, which were believed to be bad portents, signaling destruction. During a lunar eclipse, when the moon is full, the most affected were pregnant women. They would place an obsidian knife on their bellies or in their mouths if they went out at night during this time. It was believed that if a pregnant woman went out at night and saw an eclipse of the moon, she would give birth to a baby with a harelip or might miscarry.23

Solar eclipses, which occur when there is a new moon, were dangerous for everyone; people would weep and shout.24 The tzitzimime, star demons of the night sky, could also descend to wreak havoc among mortals.25 The Mexica likened the death of a ruler to the onset of a solar eclipse and the subsequent installation of a new ruler to the sun’s reappearance after darkness, reflecting a belief that rulers had the ability to renew the world and reenact the birth of the sun.26

The creation mythology of the sun and moon, as noted by the Florentine Codex and the Leyenda de los soles (legend of the suns), concerned two beings that resurrected into the sun and moon. The Mexica believed that prior to their current world, there had been four prior worlds or suns, each named by a date in their ritual calendar and identified with a particular deity and race of humans.27 The creation of their fifth sun took place at Teotihuacan, when all was in darkness and there was no sun or moon. The deities gathered there to see who would offer themselves to be the sun. Tecuciztecatl, a wealthy deity, as indicated by the costly and extravagant offerings he made, presented himself. No one else offered themselves accept Nanahuatzin, a humbler deity sometimes described as being covered in pustules.

For four days, they fasted and made offerings. Then, at midnight, all the gods encircled the hearth or fire called teotexcalli, where they were expected to offer themselves to raise the sun. When it came time for Tecuciztecatl to throw himself into the hearth, he found the heat intolerable, and he could not. Four times he tried but was unsuccessful. He called to Nanahuatzin to throw himself into the fire. Nanahuatzin had no fear and did so; he was resurrected as Tonatiuh, the fiery sun god who rises in the east. Tecuciztecatl, embarrassed, threw himself into the fire and rose up. Because of his cowardice, one of the deities threw a rabbit into his face and darkened his shine, and he became the moon.28 The moon was considered to be a replica of the sun.29
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